In terms of imprisonment rates, the U.S. is the world's leader. In 2005 out of every 100,000 U.S. citizens, 705 were in jail or prison, a 500 percent increase over the last thirty years, and a rate that is higher than all developed countries including Russia and that is almost twice as high as in South Africa (Mauer 2003) . Currently the corrections "industry" in our nation is a $65 billion enterprise, an increase of almost 600 percent since 1982. 2 At the same time that we have been imprisoning and releasing increasing numbers of individuals, changes in our economy that have led to declining economic opportunities for low-skilled individuals, coupled with the exodus of inner city job opportunities for the low and medium skilled, have resulted in declining labor market opportunities for young, low-educated minority men. As a result, these individuals have become especially vulnerable to the new, more punitive criminal justice regime. The statistics are stark: by 1999, almost six our of every ten black male dropouts between the ages of 30 and 34 had been imprisoned at some point, compared to about one in ten white male dropouts (Pettit and Western 2004) . 3 As our economy has become more highly skilled, our prisons have become disproportionately low educated-two-thirds lacking a regular high school diploma (Harlow 2003) -and African-American-40 percent as of 2005 (Harrison and Beck 2006) .
The importance of these criminal justice and economic trends lies in this undeniable reality: almost all of these individuals will leave prison one day and return to the free world. 4 Over 600,000 people will leave prison this year, a three-fold increase over the 170,000 who were released in 1980. Furthermore, a disproportionate number will be returning to a relatively small number of distressed communities and neighborhoods. Not only will a large proportion of these individuals have low levels of education, many will also have low levels of skills, work experience, and pre-prison earnings, while at the same time "age of mass incarceration" criminal justice reforms will assure that they will have substantially less post-release supervision and assistance than in the past. In addition, the experience with the criminal justice system itself can present barriers to post-release employment. A felony conviction can leave ex-offenders with a social stigma that Nagin (1998) likens to a "scarlet letter." Pager (2003) has shown through audit studies that this stigma is mediated and compounded through the lens of race. In addition to the potential stigma attached with a felony record, state laws often 3 According to the same source, the comparable figures in 1979 were 17.1 percent for black male dropouts and 4 percent for white male dropouts. 4 Approximately 95 percent of the individuals who are incarcerated are eventually released. The 5 percent who are not are composed of those who die while in prison, who are executed, or who are serving lifewithout-parole sentences.
prohibit the employment of convicted felons in jobs ranging from child-care providers to barbers, and many jobs now require mandatory criminal background checks. Given these realities, many argue that the roles for prison-based education, vocational, and work experience programs are potentially more important than ever. Of course, the extent to which these programs can help ex-offenders reintegrate into mainstream society and stay out of prison depends on how effective they are.
THE EVIDENCE ON CORRECTIONAL EDUCATION, VOCATIONAL, AND EMPLOYMENT PROGRAMS

Prisoners, Prisons, and Prison-Based Programs
As a first step, it is worth stepping back to characterize the "typical" prisoner in our nation's state and federal prisons, along with the common prison experience faced by the typical offender. In addition to the low education levels cited earlier, ninety percent of prison inmates are male, a third are less than 30 years of age, and half are serving sentences for non-violent crimes (Harrison and Beck 2006) . The dominant track in prison for an offender sentenced to a non-violent crime is characterized by a relatively short stay in prison (less than 15 months on average with many in state prisons serving less than a year), spent mostly in medium-or minimum-security prisons before their release (Austin 2001 Adding to these institutional constraints are the facts that (1) security issues trump the programmatic needs of offenders, (2) prison time is often given to work assignments within the prison associated with facility maintenance, services, and upkeep, and (3) prisoners often move from one facility to another as their custody level changes and in response to the balance between available bed space and differences in security levels across facilities. As one experienced correctional education officer stated: "Inmates face lots of idle time, but it is punctuated with lots of interruptions, from security checks and lock downs to medical issues that require attention, to mundane jobs they are often required to do" (Personal communication, Stefan LoBuglio, October 19, 2007) . The overall picture is one where individuals with substantial education and skill deficits arrive at prison's door for a relatively short stay, and because of institutional arrangements and resource allocation decisions, they receive relatively little sustained education and vocational programming while they are in prison.
Previous Evidence on Program Impact
Situated in the prison setting just described are three basic kinds of programs that focus chiefly on increasing the post-release employability of ex-offenders: classroom education programs (chiefly Adult Basic Education and preparation to pass the GED exams), vocational training programs, and "employment" programs designed to provide general work experience and training on specific jobs. of corrections-based programs, the results from these stronger studies give, at best, a mixed picture, and the great bulk of the field is characterized by the far less rigorous studies characterized by Wilson et al. In another study Farrington and Walsh (2005) conclude their meta-analysis of the 84 random assignment evaluations conducted in criminology between 1982 and 2004 with the observation that "rigorous evaluations of contemporary employment interventions for former prisoners are sorely needed" (pg.
311).
7 See for example, Saylor and Gaes (1996) . This same conclusion is reached by Bloom in the most up to date review of employment-focused programs for ex-prisoners (Bloom 2006) . The following points effectively summarize Bloom's findings:
• While there are no clear cut patterns of successful programs, "there are hints of success for older offenders, for programs that provide integrated services both before and after release, and perhaps for models using financial incentives."
• The evidence to date does not support a conclusion that we already know what works and simply need to fund it, and this is primarily because some of the most promising findings that one sees in the literature come from some of the more weakly designed evaluations.
• And, the shifting economic and criminal justice contexts of the last decade and a half mean that a clear need for more definitive evidence as to "what works" still remains.
This survey of the literature leaves one both dissatisfied and discouraged. After many evaluation efforts over dozens of years it appears that we still do not have a good sense of the programs or even kinds of programs that can help offenders reintegrate into society. This pessimistic outlook should, however, be tempered by the convergence of three trends that may well influence corrections-based evaluations in the coming years.
We argue that a similar convergence had an impact on education-related research in the 1990s with the results that (a) program evaluation in that field has gotten much stronger and more rigorous over the last decade and a half and (b) we therefore know more about key features of this field such as the importance of class size or teacher quality on student achievement than we otherwise would have.
The first trend has to do with awareness. Much like what has happened in the world of education research and education policy, a consensus is emerging among researches and practitioners in the correctional field that in order to solicit support from policy makers, funders, and legislative bodies, programs will be required to provide strong evidence that they are effective and in order for evidence to be considered "strong," it will have to come from evaluations that are much more rigorous than in the past. The message seems clear: public money and foundation funds are tight, and the people controlling these sources of support have become a more careful, knowledgeable, and skeptical bunch. This happened in the world of education, and just as in education, this recognition is an important first step toward better evaluation research.
Second, just as more rigorous research is required, research designs and methods have become increasingly more powerful, appropriate, and sophisticated. Again comparable to what has happened in the last decade in education, it is likely that random assignment evaluations will play an increasingly important role in the corrections world.
However, as is the case in education and other public policy spheres, there will be many times when experimental evaluation is not possible. Advances in econometrics and statistics, combined with a new generation of researchers who bring experience and sophistication in carefully thinking through and examining threats to causal inference,
give one substantial hope that future non-experimental evaluations of corrections-based programs will be much more rigorous than the non-experimental evaluations of the past. 
WHAT HAVE WE LEARNED RECENTLY? THREE DIFFERENT APPROACHES
A Random Assignment Study: The Center for Employment Opportunities (CEO) Evaluation
CEO is one of the nation's largest and most well regarded employment programs for ex-offenders. The goal of CEO is to improve the post-release outcomes of exoffenders by providing immediate employment upon release via a highly structured and tightly supervised transitional employment program, as well as by continuing to monitor and offer services to program participants after they move out of transitional employment • The employment effects of CEO participation are not impressive.
Employment differences between the treatment and control groups heavily favor the treatment group in the first quarter after random assignment as the treatment group members work in CEO transitional jobs. This CEO advantage falls steadily over the next three months so that by the fourth quarter after random assignment there are no statistical differences between the two groups in the probability of being employed.
• On the other hand, the effects of CEO on recidivism appear to be rather substantial, at least for the subgroup who came to CEO within three months of their release from prison and were randomly assigned at that point. 9 Within what is called the "reentry subgroup," those randomized into the CEO program had statistically significantly lower arrest rates (1.7 percent versus 6.2), lower parole revocations (18.8 versus 27.0), lower reincarceration rates in the state prison system for any reason (9.6 versus 19.7), and lower reincarceration rates in the state prison system for a new conviction (0.5 versus 5.1) than did those in the "reentry subgroup" who were randomized out of the CEO treatment. These differences in recidivism largely disappeared when the whole experimental samplethose who applied within three months of release and those who applied at some later time-was used.
Taken together, these initial results from the CEO evaluation suggest some interesting conclusions to consider. First, since the recidivism results largely disappear when the whole sample is used, it appears that the CEO program model is most effective for offenders who come to the program and get employment assistance relatively soon after release (as do three-quarters of all CEO participants). Second, the fact that by the fourth quarter the CEO employment effects had largely disappeared the reentry subgroup, yet the program led to large recidivism effects for this subgroup, suggests that the mechanisms through which employment reduces recidivism may need more careful thought. Typical economic models of crime suggest that if higher wages and a greater probability of employment can replace the economic component of crime, the result should be a lower probability of engaging in criminal behavior. The CEO results suggest there may be other mechanisms through which gainful employment reduce criminal activity. For example, it may be that even though early gainful employment may not lead to greater employment by the end of the fourth quarter, employment in the months close to prison release helps ex-offenders to get through what criminologist Shawn Bushway calls "the toxic first year" after release. 10 Subsequent follow ups in the CEO evaluation may help us better understand some of these interesting first year findings and shed light on the linkages between employment, wages, and recidivism.
Lessons from a Large-Scale Longitudinal Survey Study: Evaluation of the Serious and Violent Offenders Reentry Initiative (SVORI).
In 2003 Using the Florida data, Tyler and Kling (2004) found that white offenders who entered prison as dropouts and obtained a GED had no better earnings after three years than did white dropouts who did not obtain a GED while in prison. On the other hand, this study found that minority group offenders (everyone coded as nonwhite in the data) who entered as dropouts but obtained a "prison GED" had earnings that were about 15 percent higher in the first year after release than minority group offenders who entered prison as dropouts but did not obtain a GED. Both findings are based on a specification that includes a rich set of personal demographic and criminal justice history variables as well as pre-prison earnings. The model also controls for all unobservable differences between program participants and nonparticipants that are time invariant, a so called "fixed effect" model.
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While the results for minority group offenders are encouraging, the first year earnings gains for the GED holders fall in both the second and third years after release so that by the third year there are no statistical differences between those minority offenders who did and did not obtain a GED while in prison. It is worth noting that Tyler and Kling were able to show that for all groups, any simple comparisons (without controls) between those with and without a GED obtained while in prison would show a large, positive, and statistically significant "effect" of the GED on earnings.
For the purposes of this conference we estimated the effects of six different prison-based educational, vocational, or employment programs. An interesting feature of conducting this analysis is that we can compare program effects on the same population of inmates using the same techniques and the same data. Specifically, we examine three classroom programs (adult basic education (ABE), GED preparation, and vocational training) and three work experience programs (prison industries, work camps, and work release) 13 . We look at the effects of these programs on earnings for three years following 12 The fixed effects model is
where i indexes person, t indexes time in quarters before or after prison, α is the individual fixed effect, AFT is an "after prison" indicator, GED is a dummy variable indicating the possession of a GED in quarter t, AGE is age at time t, YRQTR is a vector of year-quarter dummy variables, and X is a vector of variables that includes education level upon prison entry, predicted sentence length, marital status and number of children upon prison entry, years in Florida prior to prison entry, whether a Florida resident and state or region of birth, whether employed prior to arrest, industry and occupation prior to arrest, whether or not an English speaker and whether or a confirmed U.S. citizen or alien, cumulative years in prison prior to the current prison spell, number of disciplinary reports ever accumulated in prison, type of offense for this imprisonment spell, and a measure of cognitive skills at prison entry. This fixed effects specification allows for the variables in X to affect post release earnings. For another example of this type of flexible specification in fixed effects model see Jacobson, LaLonde, and Sullivan (1993) . 13 Florida's prison industries engage in a variety of tasks -inmates grow sugar cane, digitize government documents, and make cardboard boxes. Inmates working in prison industries receive a nominal wage (20-55 cents per hour). Inmates in work camps clean roadways, perform grounds and building maintenance, prison release, limiting our sample to male inmates who enter prison without a high school diploma to ensure that everyone is at risk for educational programming.
As did Tyler and Kling, we first showed that for all of the programs except ABE, simple comparisons between program participants and nonparticipants would show that program participation was associated with higher earnings and lower recidivism rates three years after release. However, when we fit the same fixed effects model used in Tyler and Kling, controlling for the available set of covariates, only two of the programs showed any positive effects. Based on the fully specified model, offenders who participated in a prison industry had earnings that were about 15 percent higher than nonparticipants and those who participated in work release had quarterly earnings that were about 24 percent higher than the earnings of nonparticipants. We found no recidivism effects for prison industry participation, but work release participants had recidivism rates that were 4, 5, and 6 percentage points lower than the comparison group in the first, second, and third years after release, respectively. These recidivism gains occur against baseline recidivism rates that show 30 percent return to prison with one year, 45 percent within two years, and 53 percent have returned to prison within three years after release. Again, most of the programs show recidivism effects across the three post release years in models with no control variables.
Although our detailed data allow us to move beyond much of the nonexperimental research on prison programming, it is still important to wrestle further with questions of program selection based on unobservables. In other research, Berk and work on public construction projects. These inmates receive no remuneration. Inmates nearing the end of their sentence are eligibile for a work release assignment. Inmates at a work release facility hold jobs in the community during the day and return to the secure facility at night. Inmates are paid the prevailing wage but these wages are garninshed for room and board, victim restitution, and family support investigates the work release program more carefully (Berk 2007) . Using propensity score matching, this work tests whether the effect of work release participation on earnings varies with the propensity to be treated. We do find evidence that the earnings effect is largest in the tails of the propensity score distribution. We interpret this as evidence of a heterogeneous treatment effect or the increased importance of selection on unobservables in this portion of the distribution.
An insight from this research is that it is important to consider that interventions targeting employment might not be right for all inmates. If we take an economic model of crime seriously, one might not expect corrections-based employment programs, even effective ones, to have the same impact for all offenders. The reason is that one of the primary goals of corrections-based employment programs is to increase the employability and earnings of released offenders, and hence, reduce their proclivity to engage in criminal activity. Financial gain, however, does not motivate all crime, and so it is not clear how effective employment programs might be expected to be when it comes to "non-income generating" offenses. To explore this possibility, Berk separates offenders into two groups -those who committed income generating offenses (robbery, burglary, property theft, and drug sales) and those who committed non-income generating offenses (violent crime, drug use, weapons possession, and other offenses). While both groups of offenders have improved employment outcomes after participating in work release, only the income-generating crime group has a drop in recidivism. In many respects, this result is intuitive, but it is crucial to consider its implications. There is not one type of prison inmate, and there will never be one prison programming that meets the needs of all inmates. We do need to think carefully about what types of employment programs improve labor market outcomes, but we also need to realize that better labor market opportunities will not eliminate the recidivism problem.
CONCLUSION
The explosion in the prison population in this nation has translated into an explosion in the number of released ex-offenders who return to our nation's communities every day of every year. Given this reality, understanding the extent to which various correctional programs help or do not help ex-offenders reintegrate into mainstream society has never been more important. We argue that the relatively low quality of correctional program evaluation that has been the norm until recently has left us uncertain as to which, and even which types of, programs work. We further argue that research into "what works" in corrections may be at a critical juncture, similar to that faced by education research in the 1990s when three trends converged: (1) a growing recognition of the importance of more rigorous program evaluation centered on the idea that random assignment evaluations constitute the "gold standard" in program evaluation, (2) the development and increased use of more powerful and appropriate statistical and econometric research methods that could be brought to bear when random assignment was not possible, coupled with the emergence of a new generation of researchers who were much more accustomed and equipped to think hard and deep about causal inference in the social sciences, and (3) the emergence and availability of rich administrative data sets that could be used in program evaluation when random assignment field experiments were not in place.
Against this backdrop this paper asks "what do we learn from the latest research regarding 'what works' in rehabilitative programming?" We believe that the most important lessons from recent research are the following:
• First, it is very hard to have a substantial impact on the lives of adult criminal justice offenders. That is, research that seriously tries to account for positive selection into rehabilitative programs is often unable to reject the null hypothesis of no program effect on outcomes, be they labor market outcomes or recidivism.
• Second, this result should not be completely surprising given what we know about how hard it is to change life trajectories, 14 what we have learned thus far from the SVORI evaluation about the apparent underprovision of programs, and given what we know about how the institutional realities of prisons and prison life make it difficult to deliver rehabilitative programs in ways that comport with how the programs were designed to be delivered.
• Third, the early results of the CEO evaluation that show no employment effects, but substantial recidivism effects suggest that we need to think hard about the mechanisms through which an employment program might impact recidivism.
• Fourth, the results from Berk's recent work release research suggest that the targeting of scarce program resources at particular types of offenders and ex-offenders could potentially have big payoffs. In particular, her 14 For a discussion and evidence on this topic see Heckman (2000) .
findings tell us that perhaps we should target employment programs toward offenders who commit "income-generating" crimes, with the potential corollary being that we might target cognitive-behavior or substance abuse programs at offenders who are in prison for "non-incomegenerating" crimes such as violent crime, drug use, and weapons possession.
